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Translormational Grammar in the English Class
By Marlene McCormick

Any English teacher who has
attempted to teach the traditional
approach to grammar is familiar with
failure. The primary difficulty with
this approach is that the basic rules are
too general in nature, forcing the
students to memorize too many
exceptions. Memory failure necessitates re-teaching, which makes the
entire vrocess tedious for both student
and teacher. While no panacea for the
problem has been discovered, there are
contributions from linguistic science
which propose solutions.
One such contribution is the
transformational approach, which by
its very nature narrows the scope of
the systematic rules and thus simplifies
grammar. It is based upon Chomsky's
generative theory as presented in
Syntactic Structures ( 1957). Chromsky believed that "if a student
understands the grammar of a
language, he can construct grammatically correct sentences in that
language." (9.97) The study of
grammar (according to Chomsky) is
thus reduced to a set of "kernel
sentences" from which all other
sentences are derived by means of
"transformations." A kernel sentence
is composed of a noun phrase, which
functions as the subject, and a verb
phrase, which functions as the
predicate. The noun phrase contains a
noun and can contain an article; a verb
phrase contains a main verb, and can
contain an auxiliary and a noun
phrase. Some examples of kernel
sentences are
Sally sleeps.
The boy eats dinner.
A cat may eat a bird.
The farmer has bought the
fertilizer.
The stadium was huge.

These sentences are consistent in
several ways. First, the kernel sentence
has a fixed order: the subject is always
followed by the predicate. In the
sentence, "Huge is the stadium.",
however, the structures have been
"transformed" or re-arranged so that
the subject follows the predicate, and
thus is not considered a kernel
sentence. Second, the kernel sentence
is always a statement - not a question
- since a question necessitates adding
a word and changing the structure, as
in transforming "Sally sleeps." into
"Does Sally sleep?" Further, a kernel
sentence is never passive, as in "The
fertilizer was bought by the farmer.",
nor negative as in "The farmer did n9t
buy the fertilizer ." In addition,
sentences which begin with the word
"there" are considered transformations. For example, "There were some
friends outside.", is actually a
transformation from "Some friends
were outside.", which emphasizes the
position of the subject as being first in
the sentence. Finally, as can be noted
from the examples given, kernel
sentences are always simple rather
than complex or compound sentences.
In short, "A kernel sentence is simple,
active, declarative, and ... Chomsky
implies, therefore, that passive, interrogative, and negative sentences, and
sentences containing, for example,
adjectives, adverbs, and conjunctions,
are all more complex or 'sophisticated'
than kernel sentences." (9.97) These
kernel sentences simplify grammar for
the student because they are narrowly
defined and consistent; studying them,
consequently, is less complex than
studying the numerous variations and
rules contained in traditional grammar.
Chomsky

further

simplifies the

learning of grammar by dividing rules
into three categories. He classifies rules
according to phrase structure (kernel
sentences), transformational structure
(changes from kernels), and morphological structure (irregular forms, such
as "mouse-mice"). In essence, the
transformational approach to grammar
systematizes and minimizes rules a
student needs to understand grammar.

mar experienced greater progress than
either of the other groups.
Further studies merit attention.
James Ney, in an experiment with
seventh-graders, used audio-lingual
drills based on transformational
grammar. The drills "focused on the
progress by which two sentences
combine to produce a third, more
complex sentence." (8.895) Results
confirmed that the exercises succeeded
in improving the writing habits of
students: they wrote more compound
and complex sentences. (8) Finally, in
an experiment with secondary teachers
attending Indiana University, Owen
Thomas discovered that "Without
exception, the students were convinced that certain deductions from
the theories of Chomsky could be
applied systematically to the teaching
of grammar ... " These teachers had
displayed considerable disillusionment
with traditional grammar. (9)

Accordingly, there has been consfderable research conducted with
respect to teaching transformational
grammar. The NCTE Report (3)
provided a very helpful summary of
major studies in this area. The most
relevant were the following three
studies:
1. In an experiment with highschool students and teachers, Macleish
and Seat found that both students
"thoroughly indoctrinated" in traditional grammar and those who know
little grammar can be taught successfully structural and generative grammar. In addition, they found students
"more sensitive to the structure of
their language and their own writing
errors," and both students and
teachers were motivated to further
study of the English language.

The aforementioned studies illustrate that generative, or transformational, grammar can be taught
successfully to junior- and senior-highschool students, and that teacher and
student attitude toward the material is
favorable.
What, then, can be done in the
classroom to "reap the rewards" of
transformational grammar? An excellent plan was utilized by Ney in the
aforementioned study. (8) Students
were given Crane's "The Open Boat"
and were instructed to transform
several simple sentences into compound and complex, and vice-versa. A
similar technique was followed by
Eileen McGuire (7), who used this
passage from The Good Earth, by
Pearl Buck:

2. Bateman and Zidonis conducted
a two-year study to determine the
eJfect of transformational grammar on
the writing skills of ninth- and
tenth-graders. Results indicated that
knowledge of generative grammar
enables students to significantly
increase the proportion of "wellformed" sentences in their writing,
increase the complexity of sentences
without increasing errors, and reduce
writing errors.
3. John C. Melton divided 247
seventh-graders into three groups. One
worked with transformational sentence combining, one worked with
traditional grammar, and the third
received no instruction in grammar.
The author concluded that the group
working with transformational gram-

All through the late spring
and early summer the water rose
and at last it lay like a great sea,
lovely and idle, mirroring cloud
and moon and willows and
barn boos whose trunks were
submerged.
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The students, however, were given the
passage thus:
The water rose all
through he late spring and early
summer. At last _it lay like a
great sea. The water was lovely
and idle. It mirrored cloud and
moon and willows and bamboos.
Their trunks were submerged.

when it was cold.
It was cold last winter when I
took my vacation.
When I took my vacation last
winter, it was cold.
without altering the meaning of the
sentence, but merely providing sentence variety. These goals could be
reached, also, by having students build
only adjectives into kernel sentences,
so that from '4The houses were
well-built.'\ one could build all the
way to "All the ten fine old stone
houses were well-built.", and then
substitute "half" for "all" "these
those, my" for "the," and s~ on.
'
One final idea; Why not use poetry?
Poetry is, simply, kernel sentences
rearranged and transformed for purposes of meter, rhyme, and aesthetic
effect. Since many students. have
difficulty understanding poetry, finding the basic sentences in the poem
certainly would aid their understanding of it.
Obviously, the transformational
approach offers much to the teaching
of grammar, but one should keep in
mind that there are limitations. While
its explicitness is a virtue of
transformational grammar, it also
limits the scope of grammar by
concentrating on "generating sentences." In addition, the work of the
transformational grammarians is not
complete; their system does not as yet
encompass a major description of
English as a whole (5.245). Indeed, all
linguistic approaches have shortcomings of one type or another.
In spite of the shortcomings,
however, linguists are talking about
things that a teacher needs to know in
order to evaluate the textbook she
uses and the curriculum which she
teaches. To ensure success, a concerned teacher will teach students a
grammatical system they can understand, will motivate the students to
succeed, and enable them to enjoy
learning. To do this, she must
familiarize herself with what has been

and were instructed to transform the
sentences into compound and complex. The class then compared final
versions and at last saw Miss Buck's
version. Miss McGuire commented that
the students were thus able to see that
the kernel sentences could be
transformed and combined in "a
surprising number of different ways none of them as lovely as the original
sentence as Pearl Buck wrote it."
(7.749) These techniques help students learn the skill of writing
compound and complex sentences and
also teach an appreciation for the
work of the artist.
Many other plans utilizing transformational grammar could be used.
For example, you could present
students with a series of kernel
sentences and have them transform the
sentences into passive, negative, or
interrogative sentences. To illustrate, a
sentence such as "Mother was calling."
can be transformed into
Was mother calling?
Did mother call?
I heard mother calling.
Mother was not calling.
Wasn't mother calling?
Did you hear mother calling?
Here, students could learn how slight
differences in order and wording can
alter meaning or provide variety. A
similar technique would have students
shift elements in sentences. A sentence
such as "It was cold last winter when I
took my vacation." could be transformed into
Last winter it was cold when I
took my vacation.
I took my vacation last winter
3

theorized and established about the
English language in order to make wise
decisions in her classrooms.
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